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Abstract

In this article, the findings from a study of 12 federations (or linked schools) in England are presented and analysed with reference to previous research on federations and school leadership in England and India. Most of the federations were in areas of high social and economic deprivation, and eight were ‘performance’ federations, where a higher achieving school joined with one or more lower achieving ones. The headteachers and executive heads interviewed shared a strong vision of improving standards and social cohesion. Many benefits to federation as well as challenges were reported. Several recommendations are made, including the need for training for executive heads, staff and governors. Lessons to be learnt from school leadership projects in India are also highlighted.
Introduction and policy background
This article discusses findings which emerged from a research project in the south east of England, which focussed on the development of new models of leadership in local federations (linked schools), identifying their characteristics, benefits and challenges. It will be argued that federations may provide a useful impetus to improving educational attainment and community change in areas of high social deprivation; however, the associated challenges cannot be underestimated. Useful lessons can be drawn from recent school leadership projects in India.
In the last decade, the traditional model of school leadership with a single headteacher of one school has come under fire in England, often because of under-performance of particular schools, and a range of alternatives has begun to be implemented. Federations, are one of the recent additions to the educational landscape in England which, it is claimed, offer opportunities for new and innovative forms of educational leadership (National College, 2010), especially for schools in challenging circumstances (Chapman et al., 2010). 
The Education Act (Parliament of the UK, 2002) provides that two or more maintained schools may federate under a single governing body, and sets out different possible models. This form of collective leadership practice can include primary or secondary schools, or both in the case of an all-through federation. Chapman et al. (2009) identified six different categories of federation, the most common of which were cross-phase (i.e. from 4-16 year-olds). A frequent model is the ‘performance’ federation, where a higher performing school is federated with one or more lower performing schools (ibid.). 
In the region in which our research was carried out, there are selective (entry by exam) as well as non-selective schools in areas of high deprivation. Federations include those between selective or non-selective schools, as well as selective with non-selective schools (as in Lindsay et al., 2007). Performance federations predominate within this local system, and so-called executive headteachers with responsibility for more than one school are commonplace. 
Literature on school federations 
There have been few studies on federations so far and therefore little evidence exists of how schools adapt to such challenges, or whether such new forms of school collaboration give rise to positive impact on pupil outcomes and other benefits. Lack of evidence for success has led to accusations of ‘quick fixes’ levelled at those promoting new paradigms, although researchers (such as Lindsay et al., 2007; Muijs, 2008) stress that federations take time to develop, therefore impact cannot be judged too early, and costs may be more evident before benefits emerge. 

Hopkins (2007) argues that, in order for collaborations such as federations to be successful, there should be strong leadership and a proven track record in successful networking. In addition, the approach needs to involve agency, rather than schools being “done to” (Hopkins, 2007, p.164). Muijs (2008) also argues that federations are likely to be more effective if they are based on existing collaborations, building on bottom-up rather than top-down initiatives. Furthermore, Chapman et al. (2010) warn that schools might adopt, or be forced to adopt, in a top-down way the new structures promoted by policy makers.
Lindsay et al.’s (2007) pilot study included 36 federations. These included schools which had federated in order to address common issues in a collaborative way, as well as some where a high-achieving school had joined with a lower achieving one. Some significant improvements to outcomes were found in exam results in project secondary schools, although no such impact was found in primary schools. Barriers to success included the imbalance of power between higher and lower achieving schools and financial uncertainties. Lindsay et al. found that federations can provide a supportive structure for addressing common issues and concerns and promoting continuing professional development. 
In a larger study by Chapman et al. (2009), 122 federations in 50 local authorities were studied, the majority (88%) being two-school federations. Chapman et al. found a positive impact on outcomes in federated schools, especially in English and mathematics exam results; the strongest impact was in performance federations. Although the authors conclude that federations are worth pursuing in relation to raising attainment, they emphasise the particular challenges posed by introducing federation between schools in challenging contexts such as areas of high social deprivation. 
A mixed picture is therefore emerging from the studies of federations so far: some encouraging improvements in pupil attainment at secondary level, including schools where results were previously low. However, considerable challenges are also being identified, especially in performance federations where there is likely to be an imbalance of power. Key success factors include strong leadership, clear roles and responsibilities and a collaborative, bottom up approach. 
Before turning to findings from this recent study, to see if similar factors are emerging, a brief overview of some recent leadership projects in India will be given by way of comparison.
Recent school leadership projects in India

There is currently a strong emphasis on improving the quality of teaching and school leadership in India (e.g. IIMB, 2009). Pushpanadham (2006) discusses recent educational policies advocating decentralised school management, and argues that institutionalised structures and specialised training for school leaders are needed for this to be successful. He stresses that school-based management must include teachers, parents and community members, that school leaders or principals must work with staff to develop a clear vision for the school, and that ongoing whole-school professional development for teachers must be provided.
The recent Right to Education Act (Government of India, 2009) provides for free and compulsory education for every child from 6-14 years. Schools must conform to the requirements of the Act, and standards for teacher qualification and training are also set out.   In order to meet the terms of the Act, initiatives such as School Leaders for India (ARK, 2011) aim to transform the lives of children from low income backgrounds by developing transformative school leaders. Initial programmes trained outstanding primary school leaders in Mumbai, Pune and Delhi to ‘create and implement well-paced and robust school improvement’ (Virmani, 2010, p.7). A partnership has now been established with 250 government-aided urban schools in order to disseminate and develop the leadership programme. In spite of its success so far, Virmani (2010) argues that this programme will be hard to expand across India.
Similarly, Courage to Lead, a leadership programme for school leaders (Disha 2011), is designed to develop inspiring elementary school leaders who can work collaboratively to bring about change. The first Courage to Lead programme brought together 27 school leaders from different parts of India. The teachers were encouraged to carry out action research projects in their schools as part of the course. The most successful aspects were considered to be experiential learning processes, sharing good practice, opportunities for reflection and one-to-one coaching. The programme will be repeated annually, but may have a similar problem of wider dissemination.
In Kerala, the high standards achieved by pupils in literacy and numeracy (ASER, 2011) have made it a focus of interest both within and beyond India. For example, the Tide (2008) Learning from Kerala project brought together school leaders from different parts of England on a study visit to Kerala, in order to identify success factors that could be transferred into English secondary schools in economically deprived areas. The teachers involved described their visit as an inspiring ‘learning journey’ (ibid.) which enabled them, through collaborative, experiential learning, to face new challenges in their own schools. 
Thus it seems that in India, there is also a growing number of leadership programmes designed to develop inspirational school leaders, with a strong sense of vision, able to transform schools in areas of high economic deprivation. Drawing on the findings from the leadership projects in both countries, we now turn to the research project itself.
Methodology 
In order to meet the project aims, questionnaires were sent to 19 schools within federations in the region, in order to explore patterns of leadership, governance, teaching and learning in federations and reactions to change. There were 14 responses (67%) from a range of primary, secondary and cross-phase federations. Interviews with 14 headteachers or executive heads in federations were arranged and carried out at 12 schools within federations. Two thirds of the federations consisted of non-selective schools only, with the others consisting of selective only or selective with non-selective federations. This gave a complex range of different types of federations. An emphasis was put on the headteachers’ own accounts and perspectives, which will be presented here.
Origins of federations and types of schools  
Eight of the 12 federations in our study were formed because one or more of the schools in the federation had declining or unsatisfactory standards of attainment; several were in special measures, had falling rolls and were threatened with closure. These matched the performance federations in Chapman et al.’s (2009) categories. As one secondary headteacher put it: ‘Basically the driver for the federation being formed was the perceived strong school helping out a weaker one.’ The move towards a federation between stronger and weaker schools was therefore aimed to pull up the standards of the failing schools and help to prevent school closure (as in Lindsay et al., 2007). 
One primary headteacher explained: 

This particular primary school was the worst primary school in the country. It had bad SATs [national exam] results in Key Stage 2 [aged 10-11]. The school was under threat of closure from the local authority. The local authority had poured resources and money into the school over a number of years to no effect. Closure seemed at the time to be the only option. There were many unqualified staff and numbers were falling.

Although perhaps an extreme case, these factors had been shared to some degree by many of the sample schools prior to federation. 
In the two secondary federations where a non-selective school was federated with a selective one, the non-selective school, perhaps unsurprisingly, was the weaker partner academically at the outset. For instance, in one case, the need for strong leadership was a trigger, as well as the importance, in the executive head’s view, of a ‘high achieving grammar [selective] school to partner a school with challenging circumstances.’
A common feature of many federations was severe deprivation in the local community; therefore, the needs of the community, as well as the schools themselves, were paramount. As the executive head of a primary federation described,

The federation came about because the schools were at that time the second and third most deprived schools in [the area]...The deprivation levels are huge....The biggest challenge is the 
depth of language and cultural deprivation within a white community.

In this and other similar cases, the federation had set out, not just to raise academic standards, but to ‘raise children’s expectations and aspirations’ and be a ‘community leader,’ similar to the leadership characteristics described by Pushpanadham (2006). However, they seemed to have been brought about by external, top-down pressures, which was not ideal.
In other federations, there was a mixture of reasons behind the move to a federated model. For example, in one primary federation, three strong schools had come together for mutual support and development, in order to share expertise across the schools. In the selective school federation, the two schools needed to reduce size because of demographic changes and were planning to move on to one site. These federations were more clearly built on a bottom-up, collaborative approach. 
The development of the federation was often a staged process over several years. For example, within a non-selective federation, one of the schools was already an amalgamation of two secondary schools; they then came together in order to pool resources and ‘share good practice,’ as the headteacher of the larger school explained. Importantly, what started as an initial driver towards federation often changed as the federation evolved and other benefits started to emerge. For example, the primary headteacher of a cross-phase federation explained:

Initially it was that the high school could come and sort out a failing primary school on the back of their success and move the school forward....I think what nobody anticipated was that the primary school would impact on the high school which has happened...The impact that we had on changing the curriculum at secondary school was quite significant.

The executive headteacher of a secondary federation stressed, ‘The aims of the federation were always that standards should rise in both schools.’ 
Community deprivation and visions for improvement
As already indicated, many of the federations were in areas of deprivation and poverty. Indeed, the federations were often formed in response to the challenges of schooling in such environments. A vision of community was often raised by those headteachers with whom we talked, as advocated by Pushpanadham (2006). For example, the executive head of a primary federation talked about community at two levels: firstly, his vision was to create ‘a community of learners with high aspirations and expectations.’ A second related aim was ‘to change the community for the better’ by extending what the schools had to offer through a range of adult education and wider school provision, including a children’s centre. This head’s ultimate vision was to ‘change the culture’ of both schools in the federation as well as the wider community, an aim shared by many of the other headteachers. Considerable challenges would clearly be involved, as identified in Chapman et al.’s (2009) study.
The extended school model at the heart of the community was cited as a key aim by primary and secondary headteachers in all the primary and cross-phase federations in our sample, as well as some of the secondary federation heads. The school leaders were positive about the impact of the change to federation status in terms of the wider benefits to the community that might result. For instance, in a cross-phase federation, one of the primary headteachers described how the change had improved the ability of the primary school to enhance its extended school service. Social workers, renamed as ‘child and parent support managers’, were being utilised to improve attendance and develop positive relationships with the parents and families. She explained that ‘it is very much about how we are working with families.’ Each school had a cafe and parents’ area, with medical and dental services, as well as classes in basic skills, parenting, arts and photography. Similar provision existed in other primary federations. It is difficult to judge whether some of these initiatives would have existed without the schools being federated; however, financial incentives and resulting increased resources were clearly beneficial to federations.
Leadership styles and structures
From the interviews, we learned a considerable amount about the role of the headteachers and executive heads and the overall leadership structures of schools and federations. In most federations, the management structure was typically similar to the model shown in Fig. 1 below. 

Fig.1 A typical federation model

The executive head would have overall authority over the federation and would line manage headteachers of the individual federated schools. The roles of executive head or principal of the federation and headteachers of schools were distinguished by the nature of the responsibility they held. In all cases, the executive heads took charge of business and strategy for the development of the federation; heads of school were therefore freed up to focus on the teaching, learning and pastoral aspects of school management. The executive head of one secondary federation acknowledged that the new structure had actually added three senior managers and was therefore not a saving financially; he was already planning to make reductions. In times of financial stringency and cuts, the possible addition of a further level of senior management in some federations needs careful consideration, unless this could be offset by savings elsewhere. 
Many executive heads had been headteachers in other deprived areas before taking on a federation; one said her new role gave her a ‘new exciting challenge,’ while another said she enjoyed working in schools in ‘challenging circumstances.’ The word ‘challenge’ was used in many of the interviews and illustrated the fact that creating a federation was not an easy job, as confirmed in other studies (e.g. Chapman et al., 2009). Almost all the executive heads described the ‘steep learning curve’ that they had gone through at first. In a primary federation, for instance, the executive head describes how he ‘sort of made it up as I went along…I looked at a sort of business model that secondary schools tend to use.’ He was very open about the problems he had faced and mistakes he thought he had made: ‘Having two schools is more work and I have to question sometimes my capacity to cope with that.’ In this and similar cases, existing models of executive headship in successful federations were lacking to which the executive heads could refer, nor was there the kind of mentoring and coaching described in Disha (2011).
Some problems were caused by the previous senior management team opposing the changes that were being brought in. For instance, the executive head of one secondary federation described some staff in both schools as not willing to compromise ‘because they know their school better than I do and I can respect that, at the same time finding it frustrating.’ He hoped in time to persuade them of the benefits of federation ‘through sheer logic and leadership’ and by showing them respect for their views. The headteacher concerned in the above example was anticipating some difficult management approaches in order to maintain staff morale. 
Some initial opposition to change was reported in parents’ and school governors’ responses to the development of federations. Proven benefits and school improvement were vital in order to shift opposing views into support. We now turn to this aspect of the study to see how success was judged by those involved. 
Evaluating success – raising standards
We have seen that most of the school leaders whom we interviewed shared a vision of community support and held high ideals for the influence of their school or federation culture.  Strong values were often perceived to be at the centre of any success the school was thought to have achieved. In all the interviews, the headteachers and executive heads were asked about what they saw as the benefits of their management strategies, especially the move to federations. All headteachers were able to point to clear advantages of their model, providing examples that demonstrated improvements in various ways. For example, one headteacher in a federation described it as, ‘Not the only way to do it, but it’s a good way.’ 
For many headteachers, exam results were still considered the most important measure of the leadership strategy’s success and some interviewees provided evidence that their schools were already being positively affected by the new systems. For example, the executive head of a selective and non-selective federation reported improved results in both schools:

In terms of raw results, this summer they [selective school] got the best ever A-level results they have ever had....At the [non-selective school] the transformation is more radical. We went from [X]% grade A-C to [Y]% which shows an upward trend of [over 11%].
A headteacher in another secondary federation also put the schools’ exam successes down to the federated model: ‘I don’t think either [school] would have improved so quickly if we had not been part of a federation.’ The most dramatic success in raising standards was reported in a large cross-phase federation, as the headteacher of one of the primary schools explained:


If I said to you this school....last year was designated seventh most improved in the 
country, I think that speaks for itself.
For many of the leaders in the study, however, the achievement of better exam grades was still what they were working to achieve. The impact of the socio-economic background of most of the schools was still one of the main challenges they needed to face. The primary headteacher in a cross-phase federation elaborated on this issue:

This school hasn’t moved on as quickly as it should have done under the federation. 
Maybe we naively thought that by federating and having lots of money and staff that 
we would sort out all the underlying problems that exist. And a lot of the problems 
exist around the social economic situation that these children come from...What we 
have realised is that it has not filled the gap that we thought it would fill.

What the school intended to do in order to move on was to engage parents more fully through extended school provision, so ‘we can help the community to start learning at an early point.’ 
Many of the respondents saw the sharing of good practice as a measure of success. In cross-phase federations, for example, teachers could now see the academic and pastoral trajectories of all the children and could analyse in detail the reasons for success or failure. In addition, this kind of structure enabled styles of teaching to be shared, so, for example, primary school active learning approaches were now being used in lower secondary classes. Teamwork as a whole federation was celebrated by many in our sample: teachers were learning from each other as they worked to provide the best learning environment possible across more than one school, as in the Disha (2011) project.
A further measure of success was ‘headteacher well being,’ as a headteacher in a primary federation put it. She explained that the federation had helped to improve headteacher morale, which had been very low in the regional cluster: ‘We see this as a very supportive network and we are very protective of each other.’ Similarly, in a cross-phase federation, a headteacher reported that the headship role had become less lonely as a result of federation, with a strong sense of teamwork and equality, huge collaboration and altogether ‘a different way of working.’ This headteacher cited a range of ways in which she measured the success of the federation:
Children are much happier, they want to learn, they are eager to learn and standards are going up and attendance has shot up as well. Their aspirations have changed, we have had children talking about going to university and going to employment, so 
the impact is tremendous.

For this and many of the other federations, the impact of the change to new ways of working was clear and positive; for others, as we have seen, such impact was yet to become clear. 

To use the words of an executive head:


If you use the analogy of dropping a pebble into a pond, it ripples and goes out and 
changes things for the better. Well the federation is a pebble and you get the ripples 
and therefore you can change the community for the better in a broader way.

Discussion of findings

In this section, we will summarise the main benefits and challenges of moving to federated models of school leadership, and make some recommendations for the future. As we have shown, the changes originated from a variety of reasons, including in most cases the need to link less successful with more successful schools in performance federations, as well as provide headteachers with greater support. The aims and visions of the school leaders were strong, focused and in most cases linked to the desire to make improvements to deprived communities by raising pupil aspirations and directly providing extended services to local families. Headteachers and executive heads were aware that this involved effecting significant cultural change in the schools and their communities (as in Chapman et al., 2009; Pushpanadham, 2006).
Benefits of change

The school leaders whom we interviewed could cite numerous benefits arising from the change to federated models of leadership. The main ones involved the sharing of good practice at all levels across the schools, including shared leadership, curriculum developments and professional development, similar to previous studies (Hopkins, 2007; Lindsay et al, 2007; Chapman et al, 2009). Altogether, the benefits of developing a shared vision for the federation were widely stressed.  As a result, many heads could cite positive impacts, such as improved standards and attendance, enhanced teacher morale and better support for staff and school leaders, as in other studies (op.cit.). In some cases, positive impact on the community was also stressed, such as greater parental involvement. In cross-phase federations, greater coherence and closer transition between primary and secondary phases were noted, as well as some interchange of good practice such as active learning approaches. For selective and non-selective school federations, the broadening of experience and teaching approaches for teachers in both types of schools was emphasised. 
Challenges

Some of the same areas that were noted as benefits also gave rise to the greatest challenges. For example, bringing together different phases or types of school involved the need for openness to change and readiness to shift often long-established school cultures. School leaders talked about the frequent resistance to change expressed by teachers, parents and governors, involving great skill on the headteachers’ part in moving people forwards and changing attitudes. Financially, new leadership models were expensive to implement and, even when established, federated models did not necessarily lead to financial savings. 
Recommendations

From the interviews, a number of recommendations were expressed by school leaders, which might improve their own situation or make future changes easier for other schools. Firstly, the need to provide schools who wish to federate with successful models of federation is considered vital: some executive heads told us that they had virtually had to experiment with new models of leadership as they went along, as models were not available to them. This was especially the case in longer-established federations, whereas more recent ones were already benefiting from existing examples. A related recommendation is the importance of collating and disseminating examples of good practice in federations and other new leadership models, through headteacher conferences and other events. 

Training for executive heads is also considered essential, in order to prepare them for a role that is radically different from that of an individual headteacher. We heard of cases where executive heads had struggled to run more than one school before realising that they needed to work in different ways, delegate operational duties more widely and focus on strategic issues. Strong leadership is imperative if new models such as federations are to succeed, as stressed by others (Hopkins, 2007; Lindsay et al., 2007; Pushpanadham, 2006). Suggested ways of delivering such training include support groups, ‘buddying’ of headteachers in similar situations or mentoring of a new executive head by a more experienced one. Such practices as mentoring, coaching and sharing of good practice are evident in the Indian leadership initiatives described earlier (Disha 2011; Virmani, 2010) and could be developed in England, as in Tide (2007).
A further recommendation that emerged from the interview data is the need for clear communication to parents and pupils of plans to federate or other changes. This would help to explain reasons for change and reassure them that, even if there is a period of upheaval and adjustment, perceived losses will be more than balanced by improvements (as also found by Lindsay et al., 2007; Muijs, 2008). 
Financial implications also need to be carefully considered, especially in the current recession. Some federations in our study were incurring additional expenditure in, for instance, increased senior management teams, while others were making savings through the imaginative sharing of human and other resources. Therefore the financial benefits of moving to federated models seem mixed and need to be reviewed.

Finally, we would recommend that further research is necessary in order to follow the developments of existing or new federations and other models of leadership, to collect survey and in-depth case study data and contextualise findings within wider policy frameworks. This is particularly important in the light of recent and forthcoming government changes to education policy. The interchange of research between England, India and other countries can only enrich what we learn about school leadership. 
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